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Teachers of English to speakers of other languages
have often incorporated humor in the curriculum, yet a
recent computer search revealed that there were no
empirical studies which have shown that curricular humor
enhances English language learning.

The three specific

questions of the thesis are: does the use of curricular

J
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humor

1) improve memory/recall,

English proficiency, and

2) improve over-all

3) result in the subjects'

having more positive attitudes towards Americans, and if
so, does a more positive attitude correlate with
improved memory/proficiency?
Data was obtained by testing an Experimental Group
and a Control Group consisting of Level three
(intermediate) international students enrolled in the
Center for English as a Second Language at Portland
State University.

The Experimental Group was exposed to

a five week, twenty hour course in American jokes.
To measure memory/recall, a dictation test was
administered before and after the humor course.
Proficiency data was obtained from the subjects' precourse and post-course Michigan Test of English Language
Proficiency scores.
of a survey.

Attitude data was gathered by means

The data was statistically analyzed for

significant differences and correlations between the
Experimental and control Groups.
The results reveal that it cannot be said with
certainty that adding a short course in humor to a
curriculum will result in increased memory/recall
ability, improved proficiency, more positive attitudes
towards Americans, or that positive attitudes correlate
with higher recall/proficiency scores.

The attitude

survey did reveal that the Control Group had a

,,,.1'

3

significantly more positive attitude toward Americans.
There are several possible reasons that the
influence of the humor course was minimally significant:
the jokes might not have been challenging enough to
measure improvement; the technique of providing a schema
of the structure of a joke may not have been effective
for these subjects; the humor course may have been too
short to be a significant influence; the Michigan Test
of English Language Prof lciency may be the wrong
instrument to measure the effects of a humor course;
lastly, the fact that only a post-course attitude survey
was taken leaves open the possibility that the Control
Group had a more positive attitude before the humor
course.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
It ls the opinion of many (Bailey et al, 1979;
Terrell, 1983; Altman, 1981; Trachtenberg, 1979)

that

humor and fun are important elements in the ESL
classroom.

other than subjective experience and

intuition, a recent computer search indicated that there
are no published empirical studies on the effect of
humor in the ESL classroom.

The purpose of this thesis

is to discuss some uses of humor in the classroom and to
investigate empirically the effects of one form of
humor, American jokes, in the ESL classroom.
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
Tracy D. Terrell, in Methods Th.at Work. asserts
that "no instruction hour, even with adults, should be
without an activity in which the target language is used
for some sort of fun"(1983:281).

English teachers and

TESOL enthusiasts have occasionally made suggestions how
humor can be pedagogically useful.

Some texts have

intentionally incorporated humor in their lessons.
Other texts have exclusively used humorous material.
But is there any empirical evidence that the use of
humor enhances language learning in the classroom?

The

2

goal of this research was to measure and analyze the
effects of a course in American jokes in a college level
ESL classroom by answering three questions:
1)

Does the use of curricular humor (American

jokes) increase memory and recall of American jokes as
measured by a dictation test?
2)

Does the use of curricular humor increase over

all English proficiency as measured by the Michigan Test
of English Language Proficiency?
3)

Does the use of curricular humor have a

significant effect on students' attitudes towards
Americans as measured by a survey?

If so, does this

correlate positively with memory/recall and proficiency?
The expectations by the researcher for the
Experimental Group, after their taking a course in
humor, were that 1) they would have significantly higher
memory/recall scores than the Control group, 2) they
would have achieved significantly higher over-all
proficiency scores than the Control Group, and 3) the
Experimental Group's higher scores on the memory/recall
test and proficiency test would correlate with a more
positive attitude toward Americans on the part of the
Experimental Group.

This assumes that a positive

attitude is indicative of an integrative motivation.
Brown(1980), in discussing various studies of motivation
in second language learning, describes two kinds of

3

motivation:
Instrumental motivation refers to motivation to
acquire a language as means for attaining
instrumental goals: furthering a career, reading
technical material, translation, and so forth.
Integrative motivation is employed when a learner
wishes to integrate himself within the culture of
the second language group, to identify himself
within the culture of the second language group,
to identify himself with and become a part of
that society (p.114).
Brown states that studies have shown that
integrative motivation generally correlates with higher
scores on proficiency tests in foreign language (p.114).
However, other studies (van Els, 1984) have revealed
that "the relative importance of an integrative or
instrumental motivation depends to a large extent on
the context in which language is learned" (p.119).
CLARIFICATION OF TERMS

Humor/Joke
Humor is defined by the Webster's Third
International Dictionary (1966) as "that quality in a
happening, an action, a situation, or an expression of
ideas which appeals to a sense of the ludicrous or
absurdly incongruous: comic or amusing quality."

A joke

is defined as "something said or done to amuse or
provoke laughter: a brief narrative designed to provoke
laughter and typically having a climactic humorous twist
or denouement."

Suls (1983) describes humor as

entailing a cognitive process diagrammed in figure 1.
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According to Suls, this theory of humor is that
humor results when the perciever meets with an
incongruity (usually in the form of a punch line
or a cartoon) and then is motivated to resolve
the incongruity either by retrieval of
information in the joke or cartoon or from
his/her own storehouse of information. According
to this account, humor results when the
incongruity is resolved; that is, the punch line
is seen to make sense at some level with the
earlier information in the joke. Lacking a
resolution the respondent does not "get" the
joke, is puzzled, and sometimes even frustrated.
The resolution phase is a form of problem
solving, an attempt to draw information or
inferences that make a link or provide a fit
between the initial body of the joke, cartoon, or
situation and its ending (1983:42).

Story or
cartoon
set-up

Prediction
or
outcome

YES

r1~s;;-".e~n;::::;d<i~n~g:"°1__:~~

No surprise
!No Laughter

as
predicted?
NO
Surprise

Find rule
that makes
ending follow
rom preceding
material

ls rule found?
YES I

I NO

Figure l· Suls' model of the cognitive process
of humor appreciation (1983:42).

curricular Humor
A distinction is made between "curricular humor"
and "non-curricular humor."

Curricular humor is humor

that is used as the intentional object of study.
Studying American jokes, joke-telling, comedy, etc., are
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examples of curricular humor: humor itself is meant to
be an essential element in the syllabus.

Non-curricular

humor is humor that is not the object of study, but may
enter into the classroom indirectly, and at times
unintentionally, through the teacher, students, text,
events, etc.

Spontaneously inserting an amusing

anecdote during a lesson is an example of non-curricular
humor: it was not a planned element of the lesson.

The

subject of this thesis is the use of curricular humor.

CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
HUMOR IN GENERAL
Humor is ubiquitous.

Many of the most popular

television programs, books, variety shows, movies - a
vast array of media - are based on the motif of humor.
Why?
Humor has many benefits.

It is a generally

held belief that a humorous person is also a healthy
person.

Even the Bible says, "A cheerful heart is good

medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up the bones."
(Proverbs 17:22).
Humor is good not only for laughter; it can also
help make us more socially conscious of human values and
help us improve life (Weiss, 1981).

As we laugh at

ourselves, as portrayed in drama or literature, we can
more easily see ourselves as we are: We can see our
insecurity with others, our fears, our selfishness -a
multitude of our human weaknesses and foibles.

We are

reminded through humor that we are humans and that even
the greatest humans have flaws.

This helps us to

survive.
Mark Twain knew the importance of humor in '.Ih.e.
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Mysterious Stranger, "against the assault of laughter
nothing can stand."

Perri, in

~Si.

commented on this aspect of survival.

Spoonful Q.f. Sugar,
"Not pettiness,

not anger, not despair - none can stand as long as we
can laugh and our students can laugh with us" (1981:42).
Beyond health and survival, Zeigler believes that
a sense of humor ls the "mark of a creative thinker who
can stimulate others and to create feelings of good
will" (1985:346).
humor.

He relates creative thinking with

Weiss also relates the two in stating that

provocative writers use humor (exaggeration,
absurdities, etc.) not only to cause laughter, but also
to make people think about this amazing world (1981:72).
HUMOR IN EDUCATION
Humor apparently stimulates thinking, but can it
be used in curriculum to promote learning and growth?
If it is helpful, who benefits the most, the teacher or
the student?
this?

How best can it be used by teachers to do

In an attempt to answer these questions, a

distinction can be made between two types of humor: noncurricular humor and curricular humor.
Non-curricular Humor
Zeigler states that he believes that the proper
use of humor by educational leadership has an all around
positive influence.
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Leadership style is the salient factor which
influences productivity and satisfaction of
individuals in a school. The proper use of humor
can promote flexibility, facilitate
communication, provide alternative perspectives,
and create a feeling of goodwill. All these
factors affect school leadership
and school climate" (1985:346).
From the perspective of the teacher, having a
sense of humor is good medicine:

Laughing at your self

can help you to cope, to survive, to plow through those
piles of paper.

Perri (1981) thinks that it is a

quality that can not be easily taught in any teacher
training program, but should be an essential ingredient.
Despite the above enthusiastic proposals for the use of
humor, the suggestions seem to come from only an
intuitive feeling about humor, without any objective
support.
Sudol (1981) finds humor useful.

He lists several

reasons he continues to use non-curricular humor in his
classroom:
1.

To escape a bootcamp atmosphere

2.

To break monotony

3.

To relieve tedium

4.

To keep interest high

5.

To encourage thinking

6.

To establish warmer, personal relationships

7•

To encourage to do homework

8.

To defuse embarrassing situations

Zeigler (1985) also lists some benefits of non-
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curricular humor:
1.

To encourage and facilitate communications

2.

To enhance the quality of communication

3.

To lessen hostility and create a relaxed
atmosphere

4.

To provide an impetus to gaining insight into
a problem situation

In addition to the above, Colwell (1984) states that a
sense of humor can enhance the image of the teacher as a
healthy, balanced human being.

students say that

laughter is a safety valve for sanity in the crazy world
of routines and pressures (Weiss, 1981).
Trachtenberg (1979:91) writes that humor "relaxes
the tension in the classroom.

It keeps students from

falling asleep, and it keeps the teacher entertained, a
not negligible virtue, since the high spirits of the
teacher can set the tone for the whole class."
There is controversy over whether humor aids
memory.

Gruner, commenting on research, states that the

use of humor in speeches ''may or may not make a speech
more memorable" (1985:144), but he offers no empirical
evidence to substantiate this.

Some believe that humor

does aid memory - witness the generous use of it in the
language of advertising which often uses puns to enhance
memory, and thus enhance sales.

7-Up claims to be the
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"cure for the common cola", while Bell Telephone urges
us to purchase an extension phone, "Don't run for the
ring, reach for it", or a Touch Tone phone, "Punch a
friend." (Lederer, 1981).
According to Perri, a sense of humor can also be
helpful in error correction.

She says that "students

are always willing to find humor in their own errors.
And it's easier to teach a receptive mind than a hostile
one" (1981:41).

With a sense of humor, spelling errors

can keep a teacher young - "who can keep from smiling
when finding Don Quixote spelled 'Donkey Hade'?"
1981:42).

(Perri

Depending on the character of the student,

the use of humor may cause amusement - or humiliation.
All of the above humor enthusiasts do their best
to promote the use of humor.

However, their suggestions

are subjective and ill defined.

Most teachers seem to

agree that humor ls indeed useful, and students appear
to prefer teachers who have a sense of humor, yet the
notion of humor in the classroom ls still largely an
intuitive concern.
curricular Humor
Many skills that would ordinarily be taught can be
given new life by a sense of humor, and students may be
motivated by these kinds of humorous learning
experiences (Colwell, 1984).

While there is little

empirical data that this is true, several learning
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theories point in this direction:
processing theory,

information

"meaningful verbal learning" theory,

and arousal theory (Colwell, 1984).
1.

Information processing theory states that for

learning to take place, data must be efficiently stored
and retrieved.

Humor appears to enhance this storage

and retrieval of information and thus, enhance learning.
At this point however, this is just a theory with no
empirical evidence.
2.

Meaningful verbal learning theory states that

there needs to be meaningfulness and a structure among
ideas in order for learning to occur.

Humor provides a

meaningful context and a structure between ideas that
are unique and unusual, e.g. puns, but perhaps no more
meaningful than other sorts of contexts.
3.

Arousal theory says that arousal and attention

are related, and that attention is related to learning;
students who are aroused are alert and attentive, they
are ready and willing to learn.

curiosity is an

attractive form of arousal which humor can provide by
creating "conceptual incongruity," e.g.

jokes.

Far from being a frill or add-on, humor may be
instrumental in developing many types of skill and
appreciation activities presently listed in many texts
(Some examples will be given in the next section). Humor
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may represent a more palatable way of teaching many
aspects of the current curriculum (Colwell, 1984).
Colwell also adds that "Humor must be challenging, yet
within the comprehensibility of the students" (1984:79).
This coincides with Krashen's commprehensible input
theory.
In

~Natural

Approach, Krashen (1983) utilizes

five hypotheses to explain second language learning: 1)
The acquisition - learning hypothesis, which states that
aquis1tion ls a natural, unconscious, implicit process
and that learning is a conscious, explicit knowledge of
rules.

Adults can still acquire

a second language.

2)

The natural order hypothesis, which states that
grammatical structures are acquired in a predictable
order.

3) The monitor hypothesis which says that

conscious learning has an extremely limited function in
adult second language performance.

4) The imput

hypothesis which states that we acquire language by
understanding input that is a little beyond our current
level of competence (comprehensible imput).

5) The

affective filter hypothesis which states that
"attitudinal variables relating to success in second
language acquisition generally relate directly to
acquisition but not necessarily to learning" (p.26-38).
That is, it may be said that teaching American jokes and
making them comprehensible, according to Krashen's
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hypotheses, may be an alternative approach to language
acquisition.

HUMOR IN TESOL
ESL/EFL teachers are just as likely to experience
all the pressures and pain that non ESL teachers
experience.

Along with the usual difficulties of any

teaching responsibility, teaching a language to nonnatives is a formidable task.

Needless to say, a sense

of humor can be a great help to the teacher in this
demanding situation.
McMurphy, in

~

f..l.fili

Humor can blot out pain, just as
Q~ tb~

Cuckoo's

~,

taught his

"twelve disciples" how to laugh and blot out the pain in
their lives.

Appropriate humor may be a therapeutic

tool the wise teacher can use.
Besides being a vital help to the teacher in a non
curricular way, humor can enhance the curriculum itself
(More specific examples will be discussed under "Some
Examples of Curricular Humor").

For example, humorous

literature, as well as other kinds of literature, can be
used in a writing class to open up many kinds of
communication processes.

The teacher can ask "What

comes to your mind?" (Weiss, 1981:72) , or ''Have you
ever experienced this before?"

questions about the

humor which may become a basis for discussion, writing
assignments, journals, etc.
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The ESL teacher can also use humor in error
correction, for example, by asking, "Is there anything
strange about the meaning of the sentence you wrote
here?" about a sentence like "People who use birth
control methods that smoke a lot are in danger of having
retarded children."

If the student does not see the

mistake, the teacher (exercising the funny bone) can
write the sentence, "Those smoking birth control methods
are interesting!" or, "I've never heard of a smoking
birth control method before."

Hopefully this will

encourage the student to self-correct the mistake and
laugh at the same time.
Humor provides a treasure of ideas that can be
used in listening, speaking, reading and writing classes
by using jokes, puns, videos of sit-corns, movies, or
television blooper shows; recordings of comedians, comic
strips, books by comedians, e.g. Erma Bambeck, and much
more.

Humor is everywhere - even in Shakespeare! - it

just takes a sense of humor, creativity, and wisdom on
the part of the teacher to use it well.
USING HUMOR TO ENHANCE CROSS-CULTURAL COMMUNICATIONS
The effective acquisition of language, according
to current theories, e.g. Krashen's Natural Approach,
requires, among other things, a relevant, meaningful
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context.

Krashen states that "language is best taught

when it is used to transmit messages, not when it is
explicitly taught for conscious learning."

Meaning,

which is more important than form, can be aided by
context.

Language is formed within a cultural context

which can provide helpful clues to meaning.
In a recent master's thesis, Travano (1986) showed
that the ability to create and appreciate humor was an
indicator of intercultural communication effectiveness
One goal of ESL is that students become effective
intercultural communicators.

It would appear then, that

an appreciation of American humor would be a worthwhile
goal in an ESL curriculum.
The goal of teaching American humor would be not
just the ability to comprehend and produce jokes, but
also "communicative competence", the ability to know who

I
Ii

I

I
I

!

you are, what to say, who to say it to, how to say it,
why you say it, when to say it, and where to say it
(Irving, 1985).
To help a student become a competent communicator,
the culture of the target language needs to be studied.
All cultures can be categorized into five areas (Irving,
1985:139):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Human nature
Man-nature relationship
Time sense
Activity
Social relations

I
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In each of the above areas, appropriate American humor
can be found and used in a curriculum to help the
student further understand American culture and thus
grow toward communicative competence.
Irving states the conviction that ESL teacher
training programs "need to redefine and redesign their
goals, content and methodologies to teach communication
in a cultural context" (p.141).

Using curricular humor

might help to achieve this goal.
DANGERS OF CLASSROOM HUMOR
Perri (1981), while enthusiastic about the use of
humor, cautions about the unwise use of non-curricular
humor; laughter at the wrong time can wreck a mood which
a teacher has worked hard to build.

Humor needs to be

proper, appropriate and wisely used.
Sudol (1981) discusses a list of dangers in the
misuse of four kinds of non-curricular humor:

jokes,

clowning around, teasing, and sarcasm, which he says are
harmful if not used wisely.
1.

Joking - can lead to a playroom atmosphere or
can signal "end of learning" time.

2.

Clowning around - can lead students to think
that the teacher is a clown or incompetent.

3.

Teasing - may be insulting or offensive, may
cause loss of respect, or can breed contempt.
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4.

Sarcasm - can be read as malicious and can do
irreparable damage.

In the ESL/EFL classroom, according to thls
researcher's experience, the teacher needs to exercise
extreme care in the use of non curricular humor,
especially teasing and sarcasm.

If unsure about

appropriateness, "steer clear" is good advice.
Curricular humor is easier to handle because it is
not supposed to be taken personally, although caution
must be taken: culturally insensitive, sexist material,
etc., should be avoided.
SOME EXAMPLES OF CURRICULAR HUMOR
Colwell (1984) lists uses of humor in language art
classes:
A.

Receptive
1.

Reading

- understanding and

appreciating:

2.

a.

jokes, puns, riddles

b.

exaggeration

c.

figures of speech

d.

understatement/overstatement

e.

stylistic elements

f.

sarcasm

Listening - appreciation of humor and
delivery styles in:
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B.

a.

puns,

jokes, riddles

b.

monologues

c.

dialogues

d.

ski ts

Generative
1.

2.

Writing - creation of
a.

captions, slogans

b.

puns

c.

punch lines

d.

skits

e.

comics

f.

monologues

g.

dialogues

h.

satire

i.

essays

Speaking - delivering original humor in
a.

monologues

b.

dialogues

c.

skits

This is a comprehensive list showing that, far
from being a frill, humor can be a substantial component
in all of the major areas of TESOL.

Without being

exhaustive, the following is a sample of some work being
done in the area of curricular humor.
suggestions f..Q.t. Incorpotating Humor
A popular medium for utilizing humor in education
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is the comic strip.

"Many Amer lean comic strips lean

toward sophisticated satire of American life or humanity
in general and are a rich resource of material for
language and culture study" (Elkins, 1971).

Elkins

offers helps in the use of comic strips by discussing
the basic types and uses, the different cultural
messages given, different topics covered, and lists a
ten point system for critical analysis of any comic
strip.

He also includes some useful guidelines for

selection of comic strips for the ESL teacher.
Demetrulias (1982) has used cartoons to teach
American high school students vocabulary, reading,
speaking, and testing.

She selects cartoons and blots

out certain words or phrases.

The students are to fill

in the blank space with words that 1) are clear, 2) make
sense, and 3) help create a funny situation.

Reading

each other's cartoons can lead into some lively
discussions.
Van Dyk (1981) teaches a comedy course by having
students write humorous essays, plays, skits, etc., that
are based on reading material they cover.

Van Dyk

teaches American High School students, but the method
could be adapted for an ESL syllabus.
Monnot and Kite (Monnot et al, 1974) argue that
the pun, with its intentional ambiguity, can be used
profitably at all levels of the language acquisition
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process.

They describe the process at work in puns and

illustrate how puns can be beneficially applied in the
classroom.
Monnot states that the intentional ambiguity of a
pun, rather than being a liability, can be used as a
problem solving technique in various stages of language
learning.

Puns combine humor with a linguistic task

which helps to whet the appetite of the student.
Several reasons are given for puns being
pedagogically useful:
1) They are immediate -

a pun is

created for instant recognition.
2) They bring together disparate semantic fields
in a surprising way.
3) Advertising puns can be used to teach
current

English speech as well as to

introduce cultural attitudes of Americans.
Puns hinge on various language aspects which
Monnot clearly describes.

Puns can be created by

lexical, syntactic and phonological ambiguity.

These

different types of ambiguities can be utilized to teach
a specific point.

Puns are also created by homographic

and homophonic idioms or words, e.g. "Go to the dogs!"
as an advertisement for Caliente race tracks.

Phonemic

changes are also used to create puns: "There are two
sides to every tissue," an advertisement for Aurora

21
toilet paper.
In suggesting pedagogical uses of puns, Monnot
states that puns are useful "from elementary
pronunciation drill to the more sophisticated dialectprobing seminar"(1974:68) and proposes units on
vocabulary, syntax, phonology, orthography, dialect, and
culture.
In regards to culture, Monnot asserts that the
pun offers a rich resource of information:
From "It's the way English keep their gin up"
(Gordon's gin) to "When you'd like to go bra-less
but nature let you down"(Olga bras) a quasi
infinite range of topics can be uncovered. Units
on drinking habits, sexual habits, women's
liberation, pollution, ethnic groups, eating
habits, automobiles, sports, illnesses, yes, even
intellectual life ("Having a cerebration, quote
Newsweek" or "It goes to your head" (The New York
Times)) all stemming from puns, are readily
available to the alert teacher(p.70-71).
Trachtenberg(1979) advocates using another form of
humor, joke telling, in ESL classes.

She describes joke

telling as a speech act which requires a great deal of
communicative competence on the part of the speaker and
listener.

She also explains why humor is important:

The projection of a sense of humor is in fact a
key element that must be ecouraged if the student
of English as a second language is indeed to be
himself in an English speaking milieu.
As
teachers, we can and do encourage this humor in a
number of ways - with games, with funny
questions, and, perhaps most importantly, with an
atmosphere in the class that puts the students at
their ease(p.90).
Joke telling, according to Trachtenberg, has a
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number of merits: 1) They are short and can be a
mini-lesson in vocabulary, grammar, etc.
are rule governed.

2) They

3) They provide various speech

patterns - they come in the form of question and answer,
narrative, insult, dialogue, apology, etc.
common to all cultures.

4) They are

5) They can be utilized to

teach about cultural values.

6) They can be generalized

into other speech acts, e.g.

narratives and

conversation.

7) Jokes are funny, and thus help to ease

tension and keep interest hlgh(p.90-91).
Trachtenberg goes on to share various ways that
joke telling can be pedagogically useful in the
classroom.

She discusses the use of riddles, the

narrative joke, and eliciting jokes.

For example, she

states that the riddle ls often thought of as childish
and unworthy of consideration.

But, as Trachtenberg

asserts, riddles can be useful to an ESL teacher.

The

following joke can be used to teach "what" questions,
interrogative forms, and lexical ambiguity:
"What has wheels and flies?

A garbage truck."

The ambiguity of the word "flies" is presented in
the form of a joke.

In the question it appears as a

verb, but in the solution ls used as a noun.

This

syntactic shift ls what makes the joke funny, and is
the element which the student needs to understand in
order to "get" the joke(p.92).
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Trachtenberg makes a strong case
jokes in her article.

for the use of

She states that joke-telling can

be used effectively to teach grammar, vocabulary, and
appropriate speech behavior:
The very act of telling jokes creates a genuine
speech event, in which students and teacher are
natural participants. Few of us, I believe,
would knowingly want to waste this opportunity
(1979:98).
5..Q.m.e.

Texts Which Incorporate Humor
Some texts intentionally utilize humor in a less

direct fashion, such as the Affierican Streamline series
(Hartley et al, 1984).

The series can be used to teach

listening, speaking, reading, and writing, but is
primarily a speech text.

The text is full of various

styles of drawings, paintings, photographs, water colors
and cartoon-like depictions of conversational
situations, many of which are humorous.

For example, in

a lesson titled "Never on Sunday," there is a drawing of
a minister talking to an embarrassed looking man in
front of a church.

The target structure of the lesson

is frequency adverbs with the simple present.

Here is

the model dialogue:
Reverend: Oh, hello there, Mr. Benson.
I never see you in church nowadays.
Benson: Oh, well, uh, Reverend Wilson, that's
true. But my wife always goes to church.
She goes every Sunday.
Reverend:

I know.

But you never come.
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Benson: Well, I rarely come ... but I'm
always there on Christmas and Easter.
Reverend: But what about Sundays, Mr. Benson?
Benson: Uh, I'm usually busy on Sundays. For
example, I often wash my car on Sunday
mornings.
Reverend: I see. Why don't you wash your car on
Saturday next week?
Benson:
Reverend:

Oh, I can't do that, Reverend.
Why not?

Benson: It's my son's wedding day next Saturday.
I'm going to church!(Hartley 1984:35).
Interspersed among more serious lessons, humorous
encounters like the above provide an enjoyable change of
pace and present the target language in an interesting
context.
Another text that intentionally uses humor as a
tool is

Between~

Lines(Zukoowski/Faust et al, 1983),

a reading text for intermediate level students.

In one

lesson titled "Art and Humor," the reading text ls a
discussion and description of cartoons.

The reading

selection is followed by a series of four cartoons which
are utilized for various learning activities such as
discussions and writing captions.

The following ls

written above one of the cartoons:
A cartoon consists of an illustration - a
drawing - and often a caption as well. A caption
is the written part of the cartoon. The
illustration is not completely realistic; certain
characterisics are exaggerated, made bigger than
they really are. Which characteristics are
exaggerated in the following cartoon?(p.73).
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Through the use of cartoons, Zukowski/Faust has
created an interesting, humorous experience in learning
to read English.

Cartoons are only one of many useful

means of creating interest, but they are unique in that
they contain humor which helps provide needed variety.
~

Texts Which Exclusively

~

Humor

Hill (1977) has written a series for reading
called Elementary Stories f..2..t. Reproduction in which he
uses short stories accompanied by learning exercises.
Above each story ls a cartoon-like drawing which
illustrates the situation in the story.

Here's an

example of one story:
Dick was seven years old, and his sister,
Catherine, was five.
One day their mother took
them to their aunt's house to play while she went
to the big city to buy some new clothes.
The children played for an hour, and then at
half past four their aunt took Dick into the
kitchen.
She gave him a nice cake and a knife,
and said to him, "Now here's a knife, Dick. Cut
this cake in half and give one of the pieces to
your sister, but remember to do it like a
gentleman."
"Like a gentleman?" Dick asked.
"How do
gentlemen do it'?"
"They always give the bigger piece to the
other person," answered his aunt at once.
"Oh," said Dick. He thought about this for a
few seconds. Then he took the cake to his sister
and said to her, "Cut this cake in half,
Catherine" (p.48).
A teacher can help improve reading comprehension by
helping the student understand the humorous and clever
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way the boy followed his aunt's coaching.
What's

SQ

Funny;

A Foreign Student's Introduction

t.Q American Humor by Elizabeth Claire (1984) deals

directly with the topic of American Jokes.

It is

written for the intermediate and advanced college
conversation classes and covers a wide range of
subjects:

children's humor, college life, lawyers,

waiters, barbers, people in power, regional and ethnic
jokes, etc.

It includes a chapter on the structure of a

joke and also a chapter on "how to tell a joke."

Claire

includes some helpful suggestions for text use:
1.

The teacher can begin the class by sharing a
joke that is relevant to the chapter or by
introducing one of the discussion questions
at the end of each chapter.

2.

Vocabulary that might be difficult can be
discussed. The students can attempt to use
the words in a sentence.

3.

The chapter can be a reading assignment.

4.

The following day vocabulary can be reviewed
and the idioms at the end of the chapter can
be introduced.

5.

The teacher can ask ask if there were any
difficulties with the readings.
did they like the most?
funny to them?

Which jokes

Which jokes were not

This can be done in one large

27
group or in small groups, pairs, etc.

Each

group can report the least liked/most liked
jokes, controversies, funny stories, etc.
6.

Students can share jokes they have heard
and/or can be encouraged to share jokes from
their own country which relate to the topic
under discussion.

Claire also gives some useful suggestions for
additional activities:
1.

The teacher can assign students to
watch a currently popular T.V. situation
comedy and report to the class on the success
or difficulty of understanding humor.
(Perhaps an evaluation form could be used).

2.

The teacher could tape programs to playback
in class to bring current trends and topics
of humor into the classroom.

Discussion can

be about types of humor used, butts of jokes,
and word plays utilized.
3.

The teacher can have students read a column
written by current American humorists such as
Erma Bambeck, Art Buchwald or Russell Baker.

4.

students can be encouraged to bring in jokes
they have heard or to clip cartoons for a
class humor collection or bulletin board.

28
SUMMARY

Humor has a universal appeal and can be
effectively utilized in TESOL.

Humor not only has

affective benefits, if used wisely, but also can be a
significant pedagogical tool.

Although further research

ls needed, most users believe that the use of humor
enhances learning.
TESOL.

This has positive implications for

Humor has often been neglected or considered

"add-on", but more recently many non-TESOL and TESOL
instructors are discovering humor's value and are
incorporating it into new texts and syllabuses.
However, all of the above endorsements of humor are
intuitive rather than empirical; the categories covered
seem to be emotional and subjective rather than
objective and verifiable.

Are there any verifiable

effects of humor on memory, proficiency, and attitudes?
Further research ls needed.

The next chapter will deal

with the method used in this research to obtain such
empirical data.

CHAPTER III
METHOD
SUBJECTS
To measure the effects of humor, a ten lesson,
five week course in American jokes was taught to ten
level III students enrolled in the Center for English as
a Second Language program at Portland State University.
Level III students are considered to be students who are
in the upper-intermediate level of English proficiency,
as determined by TOEFL scores of 460 - 490.

The

subjects were selected during ESL registration for
Winter term, 1987, and were all current ESL students.
The humor class comprised a total of 2 hours of weekly
ESL instruction.

A Control Group was made up of ten

level III ESL students.

The subjects were from various

countries:
Experimental Group

Control Group

Japan

3

China

4

Korea

3

Indonesia

2

Indonesia

1

Korea

1

Syria

1

Equador

1

Germany

1

Saudi Arabia

1

Pakistan

1

Iran

1
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None of the subjects had been in the United States more
than three months and a majority had been here less than
one month.

They had all studied English in their native

countries for at least three years and a majority had
studied approximately six years.
PROCEDURES
Ten classes were held over a five-week period.
The classes started during the third week of a ten week
term and concluded during the seventh week.

All of the

classes were held in a university classroom from 2 PM
until 2:50 PM on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

The humor

class followed a normal day of intensive English classes
which lasted four hours.

A pre-test, to measure memory

and recall, was given to both the Experimental Group and
the Control Group at the beginning of the course and a
post-test was given two weeks after the end of the
course.

An attitude survey, to measure attitudes toward

Americans, was taken the day before the last lesson.
The syllabus for the ten classes consisted of
jokes about ten different topics:
Lesson #1

Dieting

2

Psychiatrists

3

Good News/ Bad News

4

Stupidity

5

College Life
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6

Work

7

Waiters and Diners

8

Government

9

Marriage

10

Children's Humor/ Riddles

A typical lesson plan consisted of the following
elements:
1.

A video presentation of a joke.

The joke was

played 3-4 times.
a.

The first time, the joke was played all
the way through.

The subjects were

asked if they recognized the topic of
the joke.
b.

on the second showing, the video was
stopped just before the punch line and
the subjects were asked "What do you
expect to hear?"

c.

The third-fourth time the joke was
shown with the subjects reading along
with a transcript.

2.

The vocabulary, syntax, and situation were
discussed.

3.

A handout of approximately a dozen related
jokes was read and discussed.

4.

Subjects were invited to share similar jokes
from their own countries.

32

5.

Since one of the goals of the course was to
encourage the subjects to understand and
experience American humor on a regular basis
over the five week period, a non-obligatory
assignment was suggested:
a.

Try the joke on a friend or American
and record the results (Appendix A).

b.

Be on the lookout for other jokes
and bring then to class.
DESIGN

Memory gn.Q. recall.
To test memory and recall, a pre test and a posttest were administered.

Each test consisted of a video

presentation of ten different jokes.

The topics of the

ten jokes correlated with the topics in the ten lessons.
Test procedure:
1.

For both the pre-test and the post-test, all
of the subjects were tested together in one
sitting which lasted one hour.

2.

An answer form (appendix B) was handed
out and explained.

3.

After each joke was presented, the subjects
were given five minutes to fill in the answer
form by
a.

answering a question about the topic of
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the joke (this device was used as a
distractor) and
b.

writing the joke from memory.

Test measurement:
1.

Each joke in the pre-test and post-test was
analyzed by two ESL teachers.

They were

asked to circle the items which they believed
were essential to understanding the joke. In
order to measure the test results as
accurately as possible, the two analyses were
compared and used to decide which items were
essential for the joke to be complete (having
both incongruity and resolution).
2.

A rating scale was devised in order to score
each joke according to how many of the
essential items were included (Table I).
TABLE I

RATING SCALE FOR MEASURING MEMORY/RECALL
OF AMERICAN JOKES
score

Measurement

o....... Nothlng written
1 ....... 20\ of the joke written.
Consists of words, phrases, and up
to, but not necessarily, one sentence.
2 ....... 30\ - 80\ of the joke written.
Consists of 2-3 sentences.
3 ....... 90\ of the joke written. It ls
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complete except that the element which
causes incongruity, e.g. the punch
line, is missing.
4 ....... 100% complete. The joke contains all
elements which are necessary for
incongruity and resolution.
5 ....... Has added information which if
missing will not make the joke
incomplete, but when added to #4
above enhances the style.
3.

The retelling/recall of each joke as it was
written by the subjects in the tests was
rated according to the rating scale.

To

insure inter-rater reliability, a second ESL
teacher independently rated all of the jokes
and the results were compared with the
researcher's ratings.

If the difference in

ratings was 0 to 1 point, the rating was
considered reliable.

A difference of 2 or

more points was considered unreliable.

The

inter-rater reliability was .8.
The scores of all the ten jokes were added up for
a total score for each subject.

Each subject had two

scores, a pre-test score and a post-test score, which
were statistically analyzed for significant differences.
Over-all English proficiency.
To test over-all English proficiency, the
subjects' scores on the Michigan Test of English
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is a 100 item test of English grammatical usage,
vocabulary and reading comprehension.

The test is given

at the beginning and end of each quarter to all CESL
students on a recommended basis.

Not all of the

subjects had taken the test both before and after the
course in humor; consequently only nine Experimental
Group and six Control Group scores were available for
analysis.

The test scores were statistically analyzed

for significant differences.
Attitudes.
To measure the subjects' attitudes, and their
relationship to test scores, a semantic differential
(SD) was used.

A simplified version of Pullen's (1978)

semantic differential, an instrument constructed from
scales validated in cross-cultural research with
Japanese subjects, was utilized.

The instrument was

used to measure two attitude variables: "The way
Americans are" and "The way I would like to be."
The semantic differential was developed by C.E.
Osgood (Osgood et al, 1957) and consists of pairs of
adjectives, such as good-bad, fast-slow, etc., separated
by a seven point scale (appendix C).

The subjects were

asked to pick one of the seven points to indicate how
well an adjective applies to a concept being rated. For
example, a subject was to rate the concept "The way I
would like to be":
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THE WAY I WOULD LIKE TO BE
(3)

(2)

(1)

(0)

(1)

(2)

(3)

Fast

___ : ___ : ___ : ___ : ___ : ___ : ___

Slow

Quiet

. . . . . .
--- .--- --- --- .--- --- --- Noisy

If the subjects thought that they wanted to be very
"fast," the slot closest to "fast" would be marked with
an X (under " ( 3)").

If the subject wanted to be

slightly quiet, the slot under (1) would be marked (see
appendix c for a sample of the instruction sheet).
The responses of the survey were statistically
analyzed to determine any differences and correlations
between the subjects' attitudes towards Americans,
attitudes toward an ideal self, the memory/recall
scores, and the MTELP scores.
In order to make the measurement as indirect as
possible, rather than basing it on self report, the
instrument was presented under the guise of a "Survey of
Metaphorical Usage of ESL Learners."

Along with the

target concepts of "The way Americans are," and "The way
I would like to be," five other concepts (dream, moon,
television, pleasure, and city) were included to
maintain the guise of a survey of metaphorical usage.
The semantic differential survey was taken at one
sitting.

Nine members of the Experimental Group and

nine members of the Control Group were present.

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
After the researcher administered a pre-test,
taught a course in American humor, administered an
attitude survey, gave a post test, and then
statistically analyzed the results, some provocative
differences and correlations appeared.
EFFECTS OF A COURSE IN HUMOR ON MEMORY AND RECALL
Experimental Group
To measure differences in scores between the pretest and the post-test, the Wilcoxon Matched-Pairs
Signed-Ranks Test was used in order to make a single
comparison using data that is non-parametric.
Differences in scores between the pre-test and the posttest, according to the Wilcoxon Matched-Pairs SignedRanks Test, were not significant (Table
I I) .

TABLE II
WILCOXON MATCHED-PAIRS SIGNED-RANKS TEST OF THE
EXPERIMENTAL GROUP'S PRE-TEST AND
POST-TEST SCORES
T = 44.5
T = 21. 5
N = 11
21.5 as not significant

sum of Positive Ranks
Sum of Negative Ranks
Evaluated T

=
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Control Group
Differences in scores between the pre-test and the
post-test, as revealed by the Wilcoxon Matched-Pairs
Signed-Ranks Test, as in the Experimental Group, were
not

signifigant(Table III).
TABLE III
WILCOXON MATCHED-PAIRS SIGNED-RANKS TEST OF THE
CONTROL GROUP'S PRE-TEST AND POST-TEST SCORES
Sum of Positive Ranks
Sum of Negative Ranks
Evaluated T

Experimental Q.t..QJUl

=

T = 11. 5
T = 43.5
N = 10
11.5 as not significant

iIDd Control Group

To measure differences in scores between the
Experimental Group and the Control Group, the MannWhitney U-Test was used.

This test is used to make

multiple comparisons using data that is non-parametric.
In comparing the differences in scores between the
Experimental Group and the Control Group, as shown by
the Mann-Whitney U-Test (Table IV), a significant
difference (P < .05) was found.
TABLE IV
MANN-WHITNEY U-TEST OF THE EXPERIMENTAL AND CONTROL
GROUP'S PRE-TEST AND POST-TEST SCORES
For First Sample,
For Second Sample
Level of U = 29

N
N

=
=

11
10

u = 81
u = 29

Contrary to expectation, the differences in
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scores revealed that the Control Group attained
significantly higher scores than the Experimental group.
EFFECTS OF A COURSE IN HUMOR ON OVER-ALL PROFICIENCY
Experimental Group
The Experimental Group's MTELP scores were
analyzed by utilizing a T-Test for Dependent samples.
The T-Test for dependent samples is used for parametric
statistics.

Dependent samples exist when the pre-test

and post-test scores belong to the same person.

The T-

Test revealed that the scores had significantly
increased from test #1 to test #2 (Table V).
TABLE V
T-TEST FOR DEPENDENT SAMPLES OF THE EXPERIMENTAL
GROUP'S MTELP SCORES
T Statistic = -2.064
D.F.
= 6
Probability (one tailed)
Pearson R
=
• 696

=

p

< .10

Control Group
According to a T-Test for Dependent samples (Table
VI), no significant difference was found between
the Control Group's two MTELP scores.
TABLE VI
T-TEST FOR DEPENDENT SAMPLES OF THE CONTROL GROUP'S
MTELP SCORES
T statistic
D.F.
=5

= -0.749
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Probability (one tailed)
Pearson R
= 0.679
Experimental Group

and

=

not significant

control Group

Analyzing the differences between the two groups,
a T-Test for Independent Samples was used.

Independent

samples exist when scores belong to different persons.
The T-Test revealed that there was no significant
difference (Table VII).
TABLE VII
T-TEST FOR INDEPENDENT SAMPLES OF THE EXPERIMENTAL
AND CONTROL GROUP'S MTELP SCORES
Sample 2

Sample 1
Mean

s.o.

OF

2.167
7.083

1.095

13

= not

significant

6

9

N

T

7.444
10.224
Probability

EFFECTS OF A COURSE IN HUMOR ON ATTITUDES TOWARD
AMERICANS
The day before the last lesson in American humor,
a survey was taken to measure the subjects' attitudes
toward Americans and toward themselves.

The results of

the survey were analyzed in three ways:
1.

Differences in attitudes toward
and toward

2.

Americans

their ideal self

The correlation between the subjects'
attitudes toward Americans, thelr ideal
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selves and the memory/recall test scores.
3.

The correlation between the subjects'
attitudes toward Americans, their ideal
selves and their MTELP scores.

Differences In.~ Subjects'
~d ~Subjects' Attitudes

Attitudes About Affierlcans
About Their L~ Selves

Four measurements were made:

1.

Is there any significant difference between
the Experimental Group's attitude toward
Americans and the Control Group's attitude
(The way Americans are)?

According to the Mann-Whitney U-Test (Table VIII),
there where five questions which showed significant
differences: questions four,

five, eight, nine and ten.

These differences can also be seen graphically in
appendix D.

After teaching a course in American humor,

the Experimental group did not see Americans as "easy,"
"good," "cheerful," "comfortable," or as "pleasant" as
the Control Group did
TABLE VIII
MANN-WHITNEY U-TEST OF DIFFERENCES IN ATTITUDE TOWARD
AMERICANS BETWEEN THE EXPERIMENTAL
AND CONTROL GROUPS
Question

U-Value

Significance

1

33

ns

2

33

ns

3

38.5

ns

42
4

24

p

< .10

5

21. 5

p

< . 05

6

30

ns

7

31. 5

ns

8

25

p

< .10

9

21. 5

p

< • 05

10

21

p

< .10

2.

Is there any significant difference between
the Experimental Group's attitude toward
their ideal self and the Control Group's
attitude about their ideal self (The way I
would like to be)?

The Mann-Whitney U-Test (Table IX) revealed four
significant differences: questions two, five, nine, and
ten.

After the humor course, the Experimental Group

responded that they would not like to be as "happy,"
"good," "comfortable," or "pleasant" as the Control
Group would.
TABLE IX
MANN-WHITNEY U-TEST OF DIFFERENCES IN ATTITUDE TOWARD
IDEAL SELF BETWEEN THE EXPERIMENTAL AND
CONTROL GROUPS
Question

U-Value

1

35

2

23.5

3

40

Significance
ns
p

< .10
ns

43

ns

4

0

5

9

6

36.5

ns

7

37

ns

8

40

ns

9

11. 5

p

< .005

10

16

p

< .025

3.

p

< .005

Is there any significant difference within
the Experimental Group between their
Attitudes towards Americans and their
attitudes toward their ideal selves (between
"The way Americans are" and "The way I would
like to be")?

The Mann-Whitney U-Test (Table X) revealed
significant differences in four questions: four, five,
six, and nine.

The Experimental Group sees Americans as

not as "easy," "good," "quiet," or as "comfortable" as
they would like to be.
TABLE X
MANN-WHITNEY U-TEST OF DIFFERENCES IN ATTITUDE WITHIN
THE EXPERIMENTAL GROUP BETWEEN ATTITUDES TOWARD AMERICANS AND ATTITUDES TOWARD THEIR IDEAL SELVES
Question

U-Value

Significance

1

35.5

ns

2

30

ns

3

34.5

ns

44
4

23.5

p

< .10

5

12.5

p

< • 01

6

15

p

< .01

7

28.5

ns

8

38

ns

9

25

10

32

4.

p

< .10
ns

Is there any significant difference within
the Control Group between their attitudes
toward Americans and their attitudes toward
their idea 1 se 1 ves (between "The way
Americans are" and "The way I would like to
be")?

The Mann-Whitney U-Test (Table XI) showed that
there were significant differences in six questions:
two, five, six, eight, nine, and ten.

The Control Group

does not see Americans as "happy," "good," "quiet,"
"lonely," "comfortable," or as "pleasant" as they would
like to be.
TABLE XI
MANN-WHITNEY U-TEST OF DIFFERENCES IN ATTITUDE WITHIN
THE CONTROL GROUP BETWEEN ATTITUDES TOWARD
AMERICANS AND ATTITUDES TOWARD THEIR
IDEAL SELVES
Question
1

U-Value

Significance

30.05

ns

45

< .01

2

15

3

33

ns

4

36

ns

5

4.5

p

< .001

6

8

p

< . 001

7

30

8

26

p

< .10

9

12

p

< .005

10

13

p

< .01

p

ns

Attitudes About
Tb..e. ~elation Between l'.h.e. Subiects'
g_ns1 ~ Memory/Recall
Americans, Their Ideal Selves
scores
To measure a possible correlation between
attitudes and scores, the Spearman Rank Order
Correlation was used.

This device is used to measure

correlations using data that is non-parametric.
According to the Spearman Rank Order Correlation, no
significant correlation was found in either the
Experimental Group or the Control Group (Table XII and
Taable XI II) .
TABLE XII
SPEARMAN RANK ORDER CORRELATION OF THE EXPERIMENTAL
GROUP'S ATTITUDES AND MEMORY/RECALL SCORES
N

=9

rho = .128
Significance = ns
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TABLE XIII
SPEARMAN RANK ORDER CORRELATION OF THE CONTROL GROUP'S
ATTITUDES AND MTELP SCORES
N = 7
rho = .571
Significance = ns
Correlation Between~ Subiects' Attitudes About
Americans, Their Ideal Selves filld the MTELP Scores
The only significant difference found was in the
Experimental Group where the greater the difference in
attitudes toward Americans and their ideal self, the
greater was the improvement on the MTELP (Table XIV).
TABLE XIV
SPEARMAN RANK ORDER CORRELATION OF THE EXPERIMENTAL
GROUP'S ATTITUDES AND MTELP
N = 8
rho = .675
Significance = P < .10
As a consequence of N being too low, no
significant difference was found in the Control Group
(Table XV) .
TABLE XV
SPEARMAN RANK ORDER CORRELATION OF THE CONTROL GROUP'S
ATTITUDES AND MTELP

N = 4
rho = -.6
Significance = ns

CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
SUMMARY

The first of the three research questions was
"Does the use of curricular humor increase memory/recall
of American Jokes?"

As revealed by statistical

analysis, no significant difference was found within the
Experimental Group or the Control Group, but a
significant difference, P < .05, was found between the
two groups.

However, contrary to expectation, it was

not the Experimental Group whose memory improved, but
the Control Group's.
What this means is that the course in curricular
humor had no apparent significant effect on the
Experimental Group's ability to remember or recall
American jokes.

Also, despite the fact that the

Experimental group had taken a humor course, it was the
Control Group's scores that had apparently improved.
There are two possible explanations for the above
results.
itself.

First, the explanation may be in the task
Perhaps the jokes were so short that the

memory/recall task was not challenging to either group.
However, the scores for both groups (appendix E) show
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that out of a possible perfect score of 50, the highest
mean score was 26, possibly indicating that the task may
have been a sufficient challenge.

Second, the

explanation may be in the technique.

Although the

Experimental Group was taught the structure of American
jokes, thus theoretically providing a schema, this did
not seem to improve the ability to recall jokes in
comparison with the Control Group.
The second of the three research questions was
"Does the use of curricular humor increase over-all
English Proficiency?"

Statistical analysis showed that

there was no significant difference within the Control
Group or between the Experimental Group and the Control
Group, but that there was a significant difference, P <
.10, within the Experimental Group: the Experimental
Group's scores improved from test #1, which was given
before the humor course, to test #2, which came after
the course.

However, because the difference between the

pre- and post-test scores of the Experimental Group was
significant only at P < .10, not at P < .OS, the overall difference can not be said to be significant with an
appropriate level of confidence.
This means that a course in curricular humor had
apparently little significant effect on the Experimental
Group's over-all proficiency, and that the lack of a
humor course had no apparent significant effect on the
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Control Group.

Also, the course in humor apparently did

not result in the Experimental Group having
significantly higher scores than the control Group.
Therefore, it appears that using curricular humor in
this research did not significantly increase English
language proficiency.
Again, there are two possible explanations.
First, the explanation may be the limited exposure to
humor provided by the short course.

The amount of time

spent per week in the humor class was less than 5% of
the subject's total English class load.

All of the

subjects spent over 20 hours a week in a ten week course
studying reading, writing, structure, TOEFL preparation,
listening comprehension, and speech.

The class time

spent studying humor, a mere two hours, may have been
too short to be of significant influence on over-all
proficiency.
Second, the explanation may also include the
nature of the MTELP.

The MTELP is generally considered

a good over-all English proficiency test.

However, it

actually tests only reading, vocabulary, and grammar.
The course in humor was not directed toward the above
areas.

It did provide a lot of comprehensible input,

but it was not primarily a "learning" experience in the
sense of Krashen's acquisition/learning dichotomy.
Perhaps a different English language proficiency test
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should be used to measure proficiency which may reveal
some more significant influence.
The third research question was "Does the use of
curricular humor have a significant effect on attitudes
toward Americans?

If so, do the different attitudes

correlate positively with the Memory/recall test and the
MTELP?

According to the statistics, the effect of the

humor course on the Experimental Group's attitudes was
that they saw themselves as wanting to be less like
Americans than the control Group.
Furthermore, statistical analysis showed that
having a positive attitude toward Americans (if that is
what a small difference between attitudes toward
Americans and attitudes toward an ideal-self reveals)
did not correlate with increased memory/recall or with
increased English proficiency.

To the contrary, in

regards to the Experimental Group's over-all English
proficiency, the opposite

was shown to be the case: the

subjects' desires to be like Americans correlated
negatively with proficiency.

In other words, those

students who appeared to have more positive attitudes
towards Americans (wanting to be more like them) did not
achieve improved scores on the MTELP.

This finding

suggests that integrative motivation does not
necessarily result in improved language acquisition.
It seemed to the researcher that the subjects'
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over-all attitude was very positive toward the class ln
humor.

The attendance was always high and subjects

brought non-control group friends (The last class had
close to 20 students).

Subjects would often make

comments such as, "I really like this class."

However,

a positive attitude toward the class may not be equal to
a positive attitude toward Americans.
affective variable was measured.

Perhaps the wrong

Measuring the

subjects' attitudes toward the class may have been a
better variable to evaluate.
Here too, a couple of possible explanations may be
offered.

First, since a pre-test attitude survey was

not taken, it ls possible that the control group had a
more positive attitude before the study.

Second,

perhaps understanding American jokes and enjoying the
class have nothing to do with attitudes toward
Americans.
CONCLUSION

From this research, it can not be said with
certainty that adding a short course in humor to an
already full curriculum will result in increased
memory/recall ability, improved proficiency, or more
positive attitudes towards Americans. However, the above
conclusion can not be said with full confidence for two
reasons.

First, the course was very short -

only five
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weeks long.

This length of time may not be long enough

for a humor course to have any significant effect on
memory, proficiency, or attitudes.
Second, despite the apparent popularity of the
class, because the humor course was not a regular
required course in the ESL program, but was an
additional course for the subjects to take, and due to
the fact that students are normally pushed to the limits
of endurance without the humor course, the humor course
might have been the straw that broke the camel's back.
The humor course was put at the end of the student's
class day, after four hours of intensive English
instruction: it may have had more of a negative, tiring
effect rather than a positive, awakening one.
Despite the apparent negative correlation between
this humor course and memory/recall, proficiency, and
attitudes, as shown by this research, it remains for
future research to discover the effects of a course in
humor.

The following are some suggestions for future

research design:
1) The research experiment can be conducted over
a longer period of time with larger samples.
2) Other than using a dictation test, the MTELP,
and a survey, alternative measuring devices
can be utilized.
3) Rather than measuring attitudes toward
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Americans, attitudes toward studying English
can be measured.
4) The class can be conducted in the morning
rather than in the afternoon.
5) Lastly, the class can be included in the
regular curriculum as a required course rather
than as an elective.
Also, in spite of the fact that a course in American
jokes was not shown, statistically speaking, to have
significant effects on memory/recall, proficiency, or
attitudes, since the American joke is an important and
unique speech act with a cognitive process of its own,
it can be considered a worthy topic of future ESL
research.
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APPENDIX A
AMERICAN HUMOR REPORT FORM
NAME-------------------I. Practicing a joke

Hearer's

age~-M~-F~-

1. The joke:

2. The result: Did it work?

If not, why?

II. A joke you heard:
1. Where did you hear/find it?
2. The joke:

3. Did you have a chance to retell this joke?
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APPENDIX B
AMERICAN HUMOR PRE/POST EVALUATION ANSWER FORM
INSTRUCTIONS; 10 JOKES WILL BE PRESENTED. AFTER EACH
JOKE IS PRESENTED, YOU WILL BE GIVEN A FEW MINUTES TO
ANSWER A MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTION AND WRITE THE JOKE.
PLEASE TRY TO WRITE THE JOKE EXACTLY AS YOU HEARD IT. IF
YOU CAN NOT REMEMBER THE EXACT WORDS, WRITE IT AS CLOSE
AS YOU CAN.
!lQKE.

.l l

1) What is this joke about? (circle one)
al work b) government c) restaurants d) good news/bad
news e) people who are stupid f) marriage g)
children's jokes h) college life i) psychiatrists
j) dieting k) sports
2) Write the joke:
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APPENDIX C
SURVEY OF METAPHORICAL USAGE OF ESL LEARNERS
NAME _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

AGE _ _ _ __

COUNTRY _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

SEX _ _ _ __

INSTRUCTIONS
In the following section you will find a word or
phrase at the top of each page and a series of
adjective pairs separated by seven blanks.
AUTOMOBILE

FOR EXAMPLE:

Old-fashioned : __ : __ : __ : __ : __ :_~: __ : Modern
Rare

Common
(3)

(2)

(1)

(0)

(1)

(2)

(3)

The (3) positions correspond to: quite alot, very:
The (2) positions correspond to: rather, more than a
little;
The (1) positions correspond to: a little, somewhat;
The (0) position corresponds to: equally ballanced.
You are asked to mark one blank for each pair of
adjectives to show how you rate the thing listed at the
top of the page. For example, if you see "AUTOMOBILE"
as being rather modern and quite common, you will mark
the blanks like this:
AUTOMOBILE
Old-fashioned
Common

--- ...---...--- ...--- ...--- ...--- ...----- --- .--- --- --- --- ---

Modern
Rare
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APPENDIX D
MEAN SCORES OF THE EXPERIMENTAL GROUP AND THE CONTROL GROUP
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APPENDIX E
CONTROL GROUP'S MEAN SCORES ON THE ATTITUDE SURVEY
~ ~

Americans

~

Way .l Would L..l.«

Question

~

tQ. ~

1
2

4.2
5.7
2.6
4.5
2.4
5.6
3.6
6.2
5.7
6.1

3.4
6.7
3
4.7

3
4

5
6

7
8
9

10

1

2.8
2.7
5.4
6.8
6.8

EXPERIMENTAL GROUP'S MEAN SCORES ON THE ATTITUDE SURVEY

Question
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10

The Way Americans
Are
3.4
5.4
2.4
2.8
3.4
5
4.2
5.2
4.5
4.8

The Way I Would Like
To Be
3.7
6.1
3.1
4.6
1. 8
3
3.1
5.3
5.5
5.42
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APPENDIX F
TOTAL DIFFERENCE FOR EACH SUBJECT'S PERCIEVED DIFFERENCE
- THE SUM OF THE ABSOLUTE VALUES OF THE SCORES

Control Group:
Subjects

#1 ... 21
# 2 ••• 8

# 3 ••• 11
# 4 ••• 12
# 5 ... 21
# 6 ••• 2 3
# 7 ••• 10
# 8 ... 15
#9 ... 18

Experimental Group:
Subjects

#1 ... 12
#1. .. 24
#3 ... 9
# 4 ... 16
#5 ••• 16
#6 ... 18
#7 ••• 26
#8 ... 16
#9 ... 18
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APPENDIX G
MEMORY/RECALL and PROFICIENCY SCORES
Mem./Recall

Proficiency

Exp. Group

Pre I Post

Pre I Post

Subj. #1
2
3
4
5

35
24
30
38
25
20
25
18
20
19
30

26
21
29
45
20
14
27
22
20
17
29

60
38
52
74
58
62
50
56
41
52

89
53
62
86
53
62
50
60

26

25

54

63

31
30
29
19
25
13
14
25
21
15

37
32
23
22
30
19
21
20
29
16

53

56
82
56

6

7
8
9
10
11
Mean

52

Cont. Group
Subj. #1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

--

--

Mean

22

25

--

56
70
54
40
62

45

48
48
63
56
47
64
42

52

52

----

